Introduction.
The study of the function of the follicular wall in oocyte maturation can be intensified in a reliable culture system for follicles. Since non-atretic follicles and those in different stages of atresia are present in the ovary at all stages of the oestrous cycle (Rajakoski, 1960 ; Brand and de Jong, 1973) and because follicles can become atretic or regenerate in culture (Hay et al., 1979) , the reliability of macroscopic criteria depends on an accurate classification of the intact follicle shortly before culture begins. The first requirement is to evaluate the selected macroscopic criteria by micromorphological examination. The criteria used by Moor et al. (1978) for comparing the macroscopic appearance and the micromorphological features of ovine follicles offer a reliable means for identifying non-atretic and atretic follicles. The purpose of the present study was to apply these criteria to the classification of bovine follicles. To investigate whether or not the macroscopically determined morphological characteristics reflected their functionnal character, the oestradiol-17 0 level in the follicular fluid of a limited number of bovine follicles was estimated.
Material and methods.
Antral follicles between 2 and 20 mm in diameter were dissected from the ovaries of cycling cows and heifers and kept on crushed ice until further examination. The fig. 5 . The weight of the wall of non-atretic follicles was higher than that of indeterminate cum light-atretic and atretic cum heavy-atretic follicles (P -0.1 and -0.05, respectively). The weight of the wall of indeterminate cum light-atretic follicles was higher (P < 0.1) than that of atretic cum heavy-atretic, as tested by paired two-sided Student's t-test. The protein content of the follicular wall was fairly constant ( ± 100 pg/mg of wet weight).
The flattening of dissected non-atretic and atretic together with heavy-atretic follicles was determined by comparing the measured and the expected diameters proportionally. The calculated diameters of non-atretic follicles of the classes 2-5, 5-8 and > 8 mm were smaller than measured, being 3.69 ± 3.56 p. 100 (n = 26), 6.39 + 4.63 p. 100 (n = 48) and 8.08 ± 4.16 p. 100 (n = 68), respectively. For the atretic cum heavy-atretic follicles, these percentages were 6.07 ± 3.46 p. 100 (n = 99), 8.19 ± 4.22 p. 100 (n = 81) and 10.94 ± 9.87 p. 100 (n = 41), respectively. The oestradiol-17P level in pmol/ml of FF of 39 follicles is presented in table 2. In the selected animal we found very few mediumsized follicles and only one large non-atretic and two large indeterminate follicles.
In the group of small follicles ranging from 2 to 5 mm, the oestradiol-17P level varied from 145.3 pmol/ml in the macroscopically classified non-atretic follicles to 21:7 pmol/ml in the heavy-atretic ones. The oestradiol-17(3level was very high in the large non-atretic follicle and relatively low in the two large indeterminate ones.
Discussion.
The high correlation between the macroscopic classification and the histological qualification of antral follicles implies that macroscopic criteria offer a highly reliable means of identifying bovine follicles. Exceptions to this are the preovulatory follicles of animals in oestrus, as also mentioned by Moor et al. (1978) . Preovulatory changes in the micromorphology of the membrana granulosa (Dieleman and Kruip, 1980) and the enormous extension of the theca interna substantially alter the macroscopic appearance of these follicles.
In 
